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I interned at the Institute for Work and Society, a public interest law and policy center in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.  Since 1998, IETS has provided legal services to underserved communities and public policy recommendations to the Brazilian government on labor legislation.  IETS also strives to foster dialogue between the private and public sector on major legal, economic, and social issues through seminars and publications.

My primary project was to prepare a report and seminar on property rights possession in the slums (favelas) of Rio de Janeiro.  The report consisted of three parts: first, a literature review, which compared international experiences to establish urban property rights; second, an analysis of the legal services required to undertake titling projects; and finally, a diagnosis of the situation in Rio de Janeiro, which relied on census data, original interviews, and past court decisions.  The goal of the project was to determine possible policy options to grant property rights to favela residents, the majority of whom lack formal land title, and to assess how IETS lawyers and economists could assist in the process.  
Without training in the Brazilian legal system, my responsibilities were primarily related to policy analysis.  Yet thankfully, the project was not limited to reviewing articles and writing reports in the office.  I accompanied several staff members into the favelas to interview residents about their attitudes toward land titling.  The surprising result of these interviews was that the majority of residents did not want the government or any legal organization to intervene in the informal property system that currently exists within the favelas.  Residents feared that property taxes would increase dramatically, forcing them off their land.  Others noted that they risked losing their property if old land disputes were reopened in courts.  Many others simply appeared apathetic to the entire project, believing that they held ownership over the land even though they possessed no formal documentation.  These results were extremely surprising, given that most policymakers stress the economic and legal importance of property rights.  Massive titling projects have taken place across Latin America in recent years.  What the Brazilian case taught me is the importance of listening to the concerns and desires of the people on whose behalf one advocates.  IETS easily could have begun a project to title land, received international funding, and never considered whether it was an efficient or important use of resources.  Instead, the organization must now think carefully about whether property rights are truly desirable and important to the poorest in Brazil.    
The most memorable experience of the summer occurred during the interviews conducted in the favelas.  I was speaking with a woman who had lived in the favela for sixty years on the same plot of land.  Her tiny house was made entirely of corrugated metal and precariously perched on the hillside.  The woman listened intently to our description of the project and at the end she asked the question that cut to the heart of matters: “Why do I need the government to tell me that I live here?”  There was no easy answer to give her.  The woman had a title from the residents’ association certifying the she had bought the house; no one would think to invade her tiny dwelling; and the courts had repeatedly upheld that the state cannot evict the residents.  Why bother to pursue formal title to the land?  While this is not always the case—many residents have no evidence of their land purchase even from informal institutions and face considerable uncertainty about the future of their houses—the woman reinforced the importance of thinking about what groups legal organizations serve and what goals should be prioritized.       
This summer solidified my commitment to international legal work, particularly in Latin America.  The legal systems of many developing countries leave much to be desired; citizen distrust of the system runs deep.  I can see myself in the future working to open channels of legal redress and make the pursuit of justice more accessible to the poor in Latin America.  This coming year, I will work at Human Rights Watch in Santiago, Chile before pursuing graduate study in comparative politics or law.   

I hope that the Liman program continues to encourage students to explore public interest law in an international context.  There are obvious challenges to working abroad: language barriers, difficulties finding reputable organizations, and limited understanding of foreign legal systems.  However, I think the benefits for both the participant and the communities served are enormous.  I worked on a rather unusual legal project this summer, but I was also able to observe and gain exposure to how a different legal system functions and how public interest law groups can best address the often dramatic needs of communities in the developing world.  
